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5 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to a method for 
providing a user who wishes to purchase a certain product 
via a network with information about related products that 

10 can be combined with the above product when purchasing the 
same. The present invention is also concerned with a 
method for enable the user to acquire information about 
related products. Further, the present invention relates 
to a method for enable a registered user to register 

15 information about related products. 
Description of the Related Art 

Recently, there has been an increased number of 
online shops from which users can purchase products via 
the Internet, and Web sites called online mall in which a 

20 plurality of online shops are gathered. On such Web sites, 
a user places a buy order by seeing a Web page that 
introduces products, choosing a product that he or she 
wants from among the introduced products, specifying the 
way of settling and personal information such as his/her 

25 address. The way of settlement may, for example, be a 
bank transfer, a credit card or electronic money. 

Generally, the user who utilizes online sales 
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service chooses a product that he or she wants from a list 
of products on a Web page and temporarily puts it in a 
shopping cart. This procedure is repeated until the user 
chooses all products that he or she wants. Then, the user 
5 places a buy order. It is generally said that 65% of the 
products that the user once chooses is cancelled until the 
user finally places the buy order. This shows that the 
user wavers in his/her choice of products during 
purchasing . It is therefore desired to provide means for 
10 assisting the user in purchasing. Such means is also 
important to online sales providers in terms of sales 
promotion . 

Taking the above into consideration, there are 
some Web pages that present comments on products to the 
15 users. However, in practice, it is difficult to provide 
the users with valuable comments. There are also many Web 
sites that utilize an electronic bulletin board in which a 
variety of information about products can be written. 
However, there is no function of associating these Web 
20 sites with online shopping Web sites and providing the 
users with proper information . This fails to supply the 
user with useful information in shopping. 

It is conceivable to employ a so-called cross sell 
in which products that could be bought in combination with 
25 a product that the user wants to buy are proposed so that 
the user can be stimulated to buy these products. For 
example, a peripheral device such as a printing machine 
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could be combined with a personal computer that the user- 
wants . A carry bag could be combined with a notebook type 
personal computer that the user wants. A guidebook could 
be combined with a computer software package. It is 
5 necessary to obtain information concerning products that 
can be combined with the original product „ For example , a 
conventional online shop shows a product that was 
simultaneously bought together with the product that 
another user originally wanted to buy in the past. There 

10 is another method for collecting information by data 
mining for POS data or the like and analyzing the results 
of data mining. However, either of these methods makes it 
possible to extract information about only combinable 
products. In other words, these methods could not bring 

15 about tangible information concerning, for example, effect 
usage and notes resulting from the combination of products 
Thus, the conventional method could not greatly assist 
purchasing . 



20 SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Taking the above into consideration, an object of 
the present invention is to provide a product information 
supply method for supplying a user who desires to buy a 
product with proper information about a related product 

25 that could be bought together with the desired product, a 
product information acquiring method for enabling the user 
to acquire combination information, and a product 
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information registering method for making registration of 
combination information. 

To accomplish the object, according to the present 
invention, there is provided a product information supply 
5 method for supplying a terminal of a user who desires to 
purchase a product via a network with information about a 
related product that could be bought together with the 
desired product . This method includes the steps of : 
receiving combination information about combinations of 
10 products from a terminal of a person who has bought the 
■5 products, and making registration of said combination 

information with a database, so that the combination 
pi information can be accumulated; and searching the database 

;S in response to inquiry information about the combination 

p 15 information from the terminal of the user to supply the 

|;^' terminal of the user with corresponding combination 

information extracted from the database on the basis of 
H- the inquiry information. 

To accomplish the object, according to the present 
20 invention, there is provided a product information 
acquiring method for acquiring information about a related 
product that could be bought together with a product that 
a user operates a terminal to buy via a network. The 
method includes the steps of: sending inquiry information 
25 about combination information concerning a combination of 
the product and the related product to a server that 
manages a database storing the combination information 
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that has been registered by a person who has bought the 
product; and outputting, from the server, corresponding 
combination information extracted from the database by 
search of the database based on the inquiry information. 
5 To accomplish the object, according to the present 

invention, there is provided a product information 
registering method for making registration of information 
about a related product that could be bought together with 
a product that a user operates a terminal to buy via a 

10 network. The method includes the steps of: entering given 
items of combination information by the terminal of the 
user by means of an e-mail or access to a Web page for 
making registration of combination information; and 
sending the given items of combination information to a 

15 server that manages a database for storing the combination 
information. 

The above and other objects, features and 
advantages of the present invention will become apparent 
from the following description when taken in conjunction 
20 with the accompanying drawings which illustrate preferred 
embodiments of the present invention by way of example. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
FIG. 1 schematically illustrates a process in the 
25 product information supply system; 

FIG. 2 schematically illustrates a configuration 
of the product information supply system according to an 
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embodiment of the present invention; 

FIG. 3 is a view of a configuration of a database 
of combination information; 

FIG. 4 is a view of an example of a screen for 
5 making registration of information with a database; 

FIG. 5 is a flowchart of a process for making 
registration of combination information with a database in 
a service providing server; 

FIG. 6 is a view of an example of a screen for 
10 displaying combination information ; 

FIG. 7 is a flowchart of a process for a supply 
of combination information in the service providing 
server ; 

FIG. 8 is a view of a screen for asking a user 
15 who has bought a related product to make registration of 
combination information ; 

FIGS. 9(A), 9(B) and 9(C) show examples of pieces 
of marketing information , and more particularly show 
target -based marketing information, purchaser information 
2 0 and product development /improvement information; and 

FIG . lO is a view of an example of the contents 
of produced marketing information. 



DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 
25 A description will now be given of an embodiment 

of the present invention with reference to the 
accompanying drawings . 
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First, an outline of the present invention is 
described by describing a product information supply 
system that embodies a product information supplying 
method, a product information acquiring method and a 
product information registering method of the present 
invention. FIG. 1 schematically illustrates a process in 
the product information supply system. 

A product information supply system 1 is made up 
of a service providing server 2, a user terminal 3, and a 
terminal 4 used by a person who makes registration of 
information. The service provider server 2 provide online 
sales service and product information supplying service. 
The user terminal 3 is operated by a user who utilizes 
service. The terminal 4 is operated by a person who makes 
registration of information. The service providing server 
2 includes a database 2a that stores combination 
information to be supplied to users, and a number-of -times 
accumulating part 2b that stores information about the 
number of times a placement of a buy order has been made 
in order to calculate a reward to be given to the person 
who makes registration of information. The service 
providing server 2 provides a Web page 2c for introducing 
products on sale (hereinafter referred to as a product 
page), a Web page 2d for introducing related products 
(hereinafter referred to as a related product page) into 
users, and a Web page 2e for registering information to be 
stored with the database 2a (hereinafter referred to as a 



registration page). The service providing server 2 is a 
W^b server that provides Web pages via a network such as 
the Internet. More particularly, the service providing 
server 2 provides an online shop or an online mall that 
sells products via a network such as the Internet . The 
user terminal 3 and the terminal 4 used by the person who 
makes registration of information are information 
processing apparatuses capable of seeing Web pages, such 
as a personal computer. The terminals 3 and 4 are 

connected to the service providing server 2 via a network 
such as the Internet. 

In practice, the system would have a large number 
of terminals, although the system 1 in FIG. 1 is 
illustrated so as to have only one user terminal 3 and 
only one terminal 4 used by the registration making person. 
As will be described later, the database 2a may be 
provided in a server installed outside of the service 
providing server 2. The function of the number -of -times 
accumulating part 2b may be implemented by the database 2a. 

In the product information supply system 1, the 
service providing server 2 provides the user terminal 3 
with a plurality of product pages 2c that are Web pages 
for introducing products on sale into an online shop or 
mall and allowing the user to place a buy order through 
his/her click operation. The service providing server 2 
provides the user who looks at the product pages 2c with 
combination information about combinations of products 



extracted from the database 2a. If a related product that 
could be bought together with an original product is 
available, the combination information contains 
information identifying the related product and 
information about the combination with the original 
product. The information about the combination with the 
original product contains information concerning effect, 
usage and notes resulting from the purchase of the related 
product with the original product. The user can acquire 
beneficial information about the purchase of products from 
the combination information. Further, the combination 
information could guide the user in accessing the related 
product page 2d within the online shop or mall, and could 
facilitate sales promotion. 

The registration of the combination information 
with the database 2a can be made from the terminal 4 used 
by the person who makes registration of combination 
information via the registration page 2e set up for use in 
registration of information or an e-mail. The person who 
makes registration of information may be a user who bought 
the corresponding product in the past. In this case, 
combination information that reflects the experience of 
the person who makes registration can be accumulated in 
the database 2a. Also, as will be described later, the 
previous purchase of products by the person who makes 
registration of information may utilize service provided 
by the service providing server 2. In this case, the user 



who utilizes the service is also the person who makes 
registration of information. In this case, the terminal 3 
also function as the terminal 4 . 

Operation of the product information supply system 
1 is described immediately below. The service providing 
server 2 refers to a list of the products purchased in the 
past, and calls the users who bought the products in the 
past to make registration of combination information via 
e-mails. A person who responds to the call accesses the 
registration page 2e from the terminal 4, and enters given 
items of combination information, which are then sent to 
the service providing server 2. Alternatively, the 
entered items of combination information may be set by an 
e-mail. The items of combination information entered by 
the person who makes registration of information may 
include information identifying related products 
combinable with each other, information about combinations, 
and information identifying the person who registers 
information. The combination information may also include 
profile information about the person who makes 
registration of information, such as his/her age and job. 
The combination information may include a product that is 
available in another online shop in an online mall 
provided by the service provider server 2. The server 2 
registers the received combination information with the 
database 2a. The combination information could be 
registered by a plurality of users. For each product. 
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related combinable products are registered with the 
database 2a and accumulated therein. 

A user who desires to buy a product accesses, via 
the terminal 3, the Web site in the online shop or mall 
set up by the service providing server 2, and browses 
through the product pages 2c that describe information 
about the products on sale. When the user clicks a 
product to choose it as a candidate for purchase, the 
terminal 3 sends a choice signal to the service providing 
server 2. Upon receiving the choice signal, an inquiry 
about the combination information regarding the chosen 
product is automatically made with respect to the database 
2a. The inquiry may automatically be made upon receipt of 
a given signal for a buy order or a request for 
combination information from the user. 

The database 2a is searched, so that combination 
information that describes the chosen information can be 
extracted therefrom and sent back to the user terminal 3 . 
This search is conducted so that the information 
identifying the product is used as a key for searching. 
Alternatively, the search may be conducted by referring to 
the user's profile. The information sent back to the user 
may include information about related product combinable 
with the product of interest, information about the 
combination, and link information directed to the related 
product page 2d that introduces related products into the 
users. The information is displayed at the user terminal 



3 and may be printed out as necessary. A plurality of 
pieces of combination information may be supplied with 
regard to a single product. Also, combination information 
about a product that was bought by many users based on 
this combination information may be supplied in preference. 
Further, a special comment or users' evaluation may be 
provided. For example, a special comment would describe 
that many users have bought this product. 

If the user is interested in the combination 
information, he or she operates the terminal 3 to access 
the related product page 2d and see information about the 
related products provided thereon. The related product 
page 2d is one of the pages that introduce products 
available in online shops or malls provided by the service 
providing server 2 into the users. The user sees the 
related product page 2d and orders a related product, the 
terminal 3 sends the signal indicating a purchase order to 
the service providing server 2. Then, the server 2 
performs a predetermined process for the received buy 
order to make a contract with the buy order. The number- 
of- times accumulating part 2b accumulates, for each piece 
of combination information or each person who makes 
registration of combination information, a numeral value 
indicative of the number of times a purchase of related 
products has been made based on reference made to the 
combination information. The value is incremented each 
time the buy order is received from the terminal 3 and is 



processed. 

The person who makes registration of information 
receives a reward based on the value stored in the number - 
of -times accumulating part 2b from the service provider. 
The user may receive the reward via, for example, a cash 
transfer, a gift certificate, electronic money or a 
digital discount coupon usable in the online shops or 
malls. The value indicating the number of times a 
purchase has been made may be incremented when the user 
sees the combination information supplied by the server 2 
and accesses the related product page 2d via the link. 
The reward is given to the person who made registration of 
combination information that stimulated the user to access 
the Web page that introduces a product related to the 
original product into the user so that the related product 
was actually sold. 

The user who bought the product is called to make 
registration of combination information at a given time 
after purchasing. The way of calling the user to make 
registration is the same as that of registering 
combination information via the terminal 4. That is, the 
user uses an e-mail or accesses the registration page 2e 
to make registration of combination information. Then, 
the user will receive a reward if the combination 
information registered by him or her is referred to by 
another user and leads this user to the actual purchase of 
a product . 
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As described above, the product information supply- 
system 1 supplies the users with the combination 
information about the products related to the products 
bought by the users who made registration of the 
combination information. Thus, the server 2 can supply 
the users with proper information about related products 
that could be bought in combination so that the users can 
be assisted in purchasing. The server 2 brings about an 
advantage to the sales service provider. The users could 
be stimulated to have access to the related product page 
2d by the combination information, so that the sales of 
the online shops or malls can be promoted and the sales 
figures can soar. Further, the system 1 could be clearly 
distinguished over other online sales service and could 
have an increased marquee. This is because the number of 
times reference or purchase has been made is incremented 
when the user refers to the combination information or 
actually purchases the related product. The user who has 
registered the combination information receives a reward 
based on the number of times of utilization of his/her 
combination information. This system would facilitate 
making registration of combination information. 

It may be possible to utilize, for another purpose 
other than rewarding, the information stored in the 
number- of- times accumulating part 2b indicating the number 
of times a purchase of related products has been made or 
the number of times access to the related product page 2d 
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has been made. An example of utilization is as follows. 
When the user terminal 3 is supplied with combination 
information regarding a plurality of combinations with the 
original single product, the server 2 preferentially sends 
the user combination information that is comparatively 
frequently utilized on the basis of the data stored in the 
number- of -times accumulating part 2b. Thus, the user 
would receive highly reliable combination information. 
Additionally, the server 2 may supply the user with 
information concerning the degree of interest of each 
piece of combination information dependent on the degree 
of frequency of utilization of combination information 
based on data stored in the number-of- times accumulating 
part 2b. This would make it possible for the user to know 
accuracy of information supplied by the server 2. 

In the above description, the database 2a is 
provided in the service providing server 2. Alternatively, 
the database 2a may be provided in an exclusively used 
information supply server separate from the service 
providing server 2. In this case, a Web site set up by 
the server 2 performs only online sales service, while the 
other server is connected to the server 2 via the network 
and provides the Web site with combination information 
about combinable products using the database 2a. More 
particularly, the service providing server 2 receives the 
product choice signal from the user, and sends an inquiry 
about combination information regarding the selected 
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product to the information supply server. Then, this 
server searches the database 2a and. extracts corresponding 
combination information therefrom. The extracted 

combination information is sent to the terminal 3 via the 
5 service provider server 2 or directly. This makes it 
possible for a plurality of Web servers to commonly use 
the service function of providing combination information 
via the network. 

A description will be given of an embodiment of 
10 the present invention. FIG. 2 schematically illustrates a 
configuration of the product information supply system 1 
according to an embodiment of the present invention. 

The system 1 includes the service providing server 
2, the user terminal 3 and the terminal 4 used by the 
15 registration making person. These structural devices are 
electrically connected via the Internet 5 including public 
communication lines . 

The service providing server 2 includes a CPU 
(Central Processing Unit) 21, a ROM (Read Only Memory) /RAM 
20 (Random Access Memory) 22, a hard disk drive (hereinafter 
simply referred to as HDD) 23, and an interface 
(hereinafter simply referred to as I/F) unit 24. The CPU 
21 includes a processor and controls the entire system. 
The ROM/RAM 22 stores various control programs and serves 
25 as an auxiliary memory unit. The HDD 23 stores various 
process programs and data. The I/F unit 2 4 makes a 
connection with the Internet 5 to send and receive data to 
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and from the Internet 5. The HDD 23 stores data forming a 
Web page that introduces products on sale into the users 
and receives a buy order, a database having combination 
information that is to be supplied when the user looks at 
the Web page, and a service program for providing users 
with sales service based on the information in the 
database. The CPU 21 reads and executes the service 
program in the HDD 23, so that the service providing 
server 2 acts as a Web server that provides a Web site for 
providing sales service in the form of an online shop or 
mall . 

The service providing server 2 introduces products 
on sale into the user upon access from the user terminal 3, 
and provides the user with a Web page on which the user 
can place a buy order by a click operation* Further, the 
server 2 supplies the user who has access to the above Web 
page with combination information extracted from the 
database stored in the HDD 23. If a related product that 
could be bought together with an original product is 
available, the combination information contains 
information identifying the related product and 
information about the combination with the original 
product. The combination information is mainly directed 
to assisting the user in purchasing products. 

The user terminal 3 is an information processing 
apparatus such as a personal computer that is made up of a 
CPU 31, a ROM/RAM 32, an HDD 33, an I/F unit 34, a monitor 



35, and an input device 36 such as a keyboard and a mouse 
pointer. The terminal 4 used by the person who makes 
registration of combination information is an information 
processing apparatus made up of a CPU 41, a ROM /RAM 42, an 
5 HDD 43, an I/F nit 44, a monitor 45 and an input device 46. 
The HDDs 33 and 43 of the terminals 3 and 4 store browser 
programs for having access to the Internet 5 and opening 
Web pages, and a program for sending and receiving an e- 
mail. The user launches the browser in the user terminal 

10 3 to have access to the service providing server 2 and 
open the Web page that introduces products on sale in the 
browser. The user may place a buy order and receive 
combination information retrieved by the service providing 
server 2. The terminal 4 is used to make registration of 

15 combination information with the database of the service 
providing server 2 . 

In practice, the system 1 would have a large 
number of terminals, although the system 1 in FIG. 2 is 
illustrated so as to have only one user terminal 3 and 

20 only one terminal 4 of the registration making person. 
The function of the terminal 4 may be realized by the user 
terminal 3. That is, the user terminal 3 also has the 
function of making registration of combination information 
implemented by the terminal 4 used by the person who makes 

25 registration. 

FIG. 3 shows an example of a configuration of a 
database of combination information stored in the HDD 23 
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of the service providing server 2 . 

The database of the combination information 
contains user information 301, purchase information 302, 
registration making person's information 303, a 
combination information table 304, a product master 305, a 
type of use 306, and a type of way of combining 307. Data 
is classified and stored in accordance to these pieces of 
information in the database. The user information 301 
stores personal information about users who had accessed 
the Web sites of sales service. The purchase information 
302 is created by the purchase of a product by the user. 
The registration making person's information 303 stores 
personal information about a person who has made 
registration of combination information stored in the 
database. The combination information table 304 stores 
the contents of the combination information. The product 
master 305 describes a product on sale. The type of use 
information 306 stores types of use of products. The type 
of way of combining 307 stores types of the way to combine 
products in purchasing. 

The user information 301 is information about the 
user who utilizes the sales service provided by the 
service providing server 2, and contains items of 
information that may be "registration making person's ID", 
"name", "age", "address", "interesting use", and "purchase 
information list". The "registration making person's ID" 
is assigned to each user. The item "interesting use" 
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indicates a use of a product that the user is now 
interested in. The item "purchase information list" shows 
a list of pieces of purchase information 30 2 respectively 
describing the products that the user has bought. When a 
person has made registration of combination information, 
the user information 301 includes items of "next reward" 
and "total reward". The item "next reward" shows a reward 
for the next time based on access to the combination 
information by another. The item "total reward" shows the 
total of the rewards which have already been given . The 
registration making person ' s information 303 is concerned 
with a person who bought a product in the past and makes 
registration of combination information about that product. 
The registration making person ' s information 303 includes 
items of * registration making person's ID", "name", "age", 
"address", "interesting use", "next reward", and "total 
reward" . When the user has bought a. product by using the 
sales service, the registration making person information 
303 includes an item "purchased product information" . 

The purchase information 302 is created when the 
user purchases a product using the sales service, and 
includes items of information "date of purchase" and 
"purchase product code" identifying the purchased product. 
If the combination information about the purchased product 
2 5 at that time have been stored, an ID of the above 
combination information is described in "combination 
information ID (registration)". If the purchase was made 



15 



20 
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based on reference of the combination information supplied 
to the user, an ID of the present combination information 
is described in an item "combination information ID 
(reference) " . The details of the product specified by 
5 "purchased product code" are described in the product 
master 305 . The product master 305 describes, for each 
product, items of "product code", "product name", "price", 
"type" , and "manufacturer" - 

The contents of the combination information 
10 corresponding to the ID of the combination information are 
described in the combination information table 304. The 
combination information table 304 includes "combination 
information ID" , "date of registration" , "purchased 
product code 1", "purchased product code 2", "registration 
15 making person's ID", "purpose for purchase", "type of way 
of combining", and "comment". The "purchased product code 
1" identifies the original product described in the 
purchase information 302. The "purchased product code 2" 
identifies the related product that is described in 
20 combination with the original product and is described in 
the purchase information 302. The registration making 
person's ID identifies the person who has made 
registration of the combination information. The "purpose 
for purchase" serves as information about the combination 
2 5 and indicates what the purchase of the related product is 
useful to. The "type of way of combining" describes a 
relationship between the combined products. The "comment" 
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describes a comment: on the combination. If a user of the 
sales service uses the combination information to see the 
page that introduces related products into the users and 
actually buy a related product, the number of times 
5 reference has been made to the combination information is 
described in "number of times reference has been made" , 
and the number of times a purchase of the related product 
has been made is described in "number of times a purchase 
has been made". These items of information are used as a 
10 reference for calculating a reward given to the person who 
makes registration of combination information and also are 
used as a reference showing the degree of accuracy and 
quality of the combination information . 

The contents of information that can be described 
15 in the "purpose for purchase" and "type of way of 
combining" in the combination information table 304 are 
also described in the type of use 306 and the type of way 
of combining 307, respectively. The type of use 306 is 
used to describe the purpose of purchase such as "gift" 
20 and "business". The type of way of combining 307 is used 
to describe a relationship between the combined products 
such as "compatibility", "complement" and "added value". 

A description will be given, with reference to FIG. 
3, of a process for making registration of combination 
2 5 information and supplying the user with combination 
information in the product information supply system 1. 

In the process for making registration of 
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combination information with the database of the service 
providing server 2 , the server 2 refers to the purchase 
information 302 and extracts the users who have bought a 
target product therefrom. Then, the server 2 sends an e- 
mail to the extracted users in order to ask to make 
registration of combination information. A skillful 
agency other than the service provider may be asked to 
send e-mails to the users. The users to which an e-mail 
should be sent may be specified by using a purchase list 
owned by a manufacturer of products. A person who 
receives the e-mail via the terminal 4 utilizes link 
information described therein to access the Web page for 
making registration of information provided by the service 
providing server 2. Then, the server 2 provides the 
terminal 4 with the Web page for use in making 
registration of information. A piece of registration 
making person's information 303 about the user who has 
accessed the Web page is created in the database. 

The person who makes registration enters 
combination information on a registration screen in the 
Web page, and sends the entered combination information to 
the service providing server 2 . This may be sent to the 
server 2 via an e-mail. The service providing server 2 
automatically makes registration of combination 
information with the information table 304 in the database. 

FIG. 4 illustrates an example of the registration 
screen that is provided to a person who makes registration 
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of combination information. 

A registration screen 400 shown in FIG. 4 is an 
example of a screen displayed at the terminal 4. The 
registration screen 400 is provided to a user who has 
5 bought a personal computer named "A". On the screen 400, 
boxes 401 through 406 appear together with a message 401 
which asks the user to make registration of combination 
information. The box 402 is used to choose a category of 
product. The box 403 is used to enter the name of a 
10 related product to be combined. The box 404 is used to 

P choose the name of a sales shop in the online mall in 

. * 

ul which the related product is on sale. The box 405 is used 

; | to choose use of the related products. The box 406 is 

til 

s;t! used to choose a type of way of combining. The box 407 is 

n 15 used to enter a comment about the combination. When arrow 

0. 

y parts 402a, 404a, 405a and 406a respectively attached to 

fu 

i.j the boxes 402, 404, 405 and 406 are clicked, selectable 

pT input items come out. The user uses the keyboard to enter 

his/her comment in the box 407. 
20 The items of information specifying a combinable 

product are entered in the boxes 402, 403 and 404. The 
items of information concerning the combination are 
entered in the boxes 405, 406 and 407 in order to supply 
the user with the combination information. For example, 
25 information entered in the box 405 shows what use and 
scene the information is useful to in association with the 
type of use 306 in the database shown in FIG. 3. For 
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example, information entered in the box 405 may relate to 
the categories such as gift, business, use in the network, 
fashion, love affairs, mobile use, or excellent cuisine. 
The information entered in the box 405 also shows what 
effect is brought by the combination in association with 
the type of way of combining 307. For example, the 
information in the box 405 may relate to compatibility, 
complement, added value, match in color or design, 
success/failure, notice, or unique way to use. The box 
407 is used to freely describe a short sentence or 
sentences showing what convenience the combination results 
in or what the combination is useful to. It may be 
possible to enter other items of information on the 
registration screen 400, such as profile information 
concerning the name of the person who makes registration, 
age, address, and hobby, and information as to whether the 
user allows the service provider to show part of the 
profile information to another user. Alternatively, these 
additional items of information may be entered on another 
screen . 

The information that is entered by the person who 
makes registration of information is stored in the 
combination information table 304 in the database 
configuration. The "combination ID" assigned due to the 
registration making and "date of registration" are written 
in the combination information table 304. If the person 
who makes registration has been registered with the 
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database as a user of the sales service or a person who 
has made registration of combination registration, the ID 
of the person who has made registration is registered with 
the table 304. Each time a person makes registration of 
information, the combination table 304 is created and 
stored in the database as a candidate for a piece of 
combination information that may be supplied to the user. 

FIG. 5 is a flowchart of a process for making 
registration of combination information executed by the 
service providing server 2 . 

In step S501, the service providing server 2 
searches the purchase information 302 in the database in 
the HDD 23, and extracts the purchasers who have bought a 
target information therefrom. In step S502, the server 
sends an e-mail to the extracted purchasers to ask them to 
make registration of combination information. In step 503, 
the server receives access from a person who is willing to 
make registration, and sends image data for forming the 
Web page for use in making registration of information to 
the terminal 4. In step S504, the server 2 determines 
whether information that has been entered in the Web page 
by the person has been received. If the answer is NO, the 
server 2 ends the process. If the answer is YES, the 
server 2 proceeds to step S505. In step S505, the server 
2 stores the received information in the combination table 
304, so that the combination information can be 
automatically registered therewith. 
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Next, a description will be given of supply of the 
combination information to the users of the sales service. 

A user of the sales service accesses to the 
service providing server 2 by the user terminal 3 , and 
sees a Web site of the sales service. The user uses this 
Web site as follows. The user puts a product introduced 
in an online shop set up in the Web site in a virtual 
shopping cart. This is a provisional choice of product. 
Then, the user goes around the online shop and puts 
another product in the shopping cart. After the user puts 
all products that he or she wants in the shopping cart, 
the user places a buy order of these products. The user 
may not buy a product that has been put in the shopping. 
The bill of the ordered products is settled, for example, 
by electronic money or bank transfer. 

When the user chooses a product and puts it in the 
shopping cart , the service provider 2 receives the 
corresponding choice signal and searches the database in 
order to extract combination information about products 
related to the product that the user has chosen. This 
search is conducted in such a way as to refer to the 
combination table 304 in the database and extract 
combination information having "purchased product code 1" 
that coincides with the product code. The combination 
information thus extracted is sent to the user terminal 3. 
The user would see the combination information and access 
a related page on which related products are introduced. 
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Then, the user may purchase a related product. The search 
of the combination information may be conducted when the 
user places a buy order of the related information or 
checks out the online mall. 
5 FIG. 6 illustrates an example of a screen that 

displays combination information on the monitor 35 of the 
user terminal 3 . 

A display screen 600 shown in FIG. 6 shows a 
plurality of pieces of information concerning related 

10 products that could be combined and bought as shown in FIG. 
3. More particularly, FIG. 6 shows three products "B", 
n C" and n D" as related products. As to each of the 
related products, three display parts 601, 602 and 603 are 
provided together with the name of related product. For 

15 example, the display parts 601, 602 and 603 show a comment 
on the related product, what effect is brought by the 
combination, and what use and scene the related product is 
useful to. The items of information respectively 

displayed in the display parts 601, 602 and 603 are 

20 respectively extracted from the items of "comment", "type 
of way of combining" and "type of use" included in the 
combination information table 304. The items of 

information displayed in the display parts 601, 602 and 
603 are primarily directed to a beneficial effect 

25 resulting from the combination with the original product 
(that is personal computer W A" in FIG. 6). It may also be 
possible to display a notice to be considered at the time 



-28- 



of purchasing the related product or a caution message 
describing a negative matter such that the related product 
is not recommended. 

The degree of usefulness or reliability of the 
combination information or information indicative of the 
degree of interest of the combination information by other 
users is represented by the number of stars in the display 
part 604. The number of times reference has been made to 
the Web page having the display screen 600 that introduces 
the related products is recorded in the item "number of 
times of reference made" of the combination information 
table 304 formed in the database of the service providing 
server 2. Similarly, for each of the related products 
displayed on the screen 600, the number of times a 
purchase of the related product has been made is recorded 
in the item * number of times a purchase has been made" of 
the combination information table 304. The number of 
starts in the display part 604 is based on the number of 
times reference has been made and the number of times a 
purchase has been made. That is, the degree of usefulness 
or interest of the combination information depends on the 
degree of frequency of utilization of the combination 
information, such as the number of times reference has 
been made to the Web page that introduces the related 
products based on the combination information supplied by 
another user or the number of times a purchase of the 
related products has been made. 
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The reliability of combination information could 
be enhanced by providing the service with the function of 
accepting a compliant from the users . The service 
providing server 2 decrements the number of starts in the 
5 display part 604 related to the piece of combination 
information about a related product against which a 
compliant has been made. The piece of combination 
information may be deleted from the related products 
listed on the screen 600, 
10 Pieces of link information are displayed in link 

% display parts 605 and 606. The piece of link information 

J™ in the link display part 605 indicates a link to a Web 

M ; 

\, $ 

page that introduces related products into the users. The 

?'jf. piece of link information in the link display part 606 

P 

15 indicates a link to the front page of an online shop that 

W has related products on sale. The user will click the 

ru 

h 4 link display part 605 if the display screen 600 stimulates 

n 

him or her to see the details of a related product 
displayed thereon. This opens the corresponding Web page 

20 in the browser, so that the user can put the related 
product in his/her shopping cart and place a buy order. 

A choice button for requesting a display of the 
combination information may be provided to the Web page in 
which the original product is introduced. The user clicks 

25 the choice button to conduct the search. The choice 
button may be an advise button that requests an advice 
about a related product combinable with the original 
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product whose use is displayed. The choice button may be 
a check button that requests information about 
compatibility, an example of success or failure, or a 
notice with regard to the combination of the original 
5 product and the related product. The items of "type of 
use" and "type of way of combining" in the combination 
information table 304 of the service providing server 2 
are the subject search items. 

At the time of searching the database, the profile 
10 information about the user stored in the user information 
M 301 may be referred to in order to extract combination 

j u ~ information that has been registered by a person having a 

similar profile. At that time, given subject search items 
W included to the user information 301, such as profile 

f 15 information about age and job and "interesting use". The 

o 

iJ server refers to the information 303 about the person who 

m 

h 4 has made registration and corresponds to the registration 

fi 

{■■* making person's ID described in the combination 

information table 304 of the corresponding product. Then, 

20 the items of information of record corresponding to the 
subject search items are compared with the items of user 
information. The combination information that includes a 
lot of items matched with those of the user information is 
provided to the user in preference. 

25 The service providing server 2 may have a list of 

products that have been purchased or those under 
consideration. Combination information concerning the 
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products on the list and products under consideration may 
be extracted. The screen 600 for displaying the 
combination information may be designed to have the 
function of sending an inquiry to the person who has made 
registration of combination information via an e-mail or 
electronic bulletin board. This function may be 

implemented by providing the screen 600 with information 
about a link to the e-mail address of the person who has 
made registration or the electronic bulletin board. The 
user would easily communicate with the person who has made 
registration of combination information to directly ask 
him or her about his/her combination information. The 
user could obtain more accurate combination information. 
If the person who has made registration directly receives 
a communication from the user, the service providing 
server 2 stores the number of times direct communication 
has been received, which may be based on a reward given to 
the person who has made registration. 

After supplying the user with the combination 
information, the "number of times reference has been made" 
and the "number of times a purchase has been made" 
included in the information table 304 stored in the 
database of the service providing server 2 are incremented 
when the Web page for introducing the related products 
into the users is referred to by the user or a related 
product is purchased. The items of the "number of times 
reference has been made" and the "number of times a 
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purchase has been made" are based on calculation of a 
reward that is to be given to the person who has made 
registration of the combination information. The person 
who has made registration may periodically receive a 
5 cumulative reward thus calculated, for example, via 
electronic money or a gift certificate . 

The provider who manages the service providing 
server 2 may receive a reward from a person who asks the 
provider to place the related products on the Web page or 
10 from a manufacturer or a seller who manufactures or sells 
the related products, when the user refers to the Web page 
or purchases a related product. The reward is based on 
the fact that the provider guides the user in seeing the 
page that introduces the related products into the users 
15 and purchasing the related product. 

FIG. 7 is a flowchart of a process for supplying 



P 

y 
m 

NT the user with combination information executed by the 



service providing server 2 . 

When the process shown in FIG . 7 is initiated, the 

20 service providing server 2 waits for a signal from the 
user terminal 3 which has received image data forming a 
Web page for introducing products selected by the user. A 
piece of user information 301 about the user is created in 
the database. In step S701, the service providing server 

25 2 receives, from the user terminal 3, a choice signal that 
is generated by a choice of a product made by the user. 
At step S702, the search of the combination information 
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table 304 formed in the database in the HDD 23 is 
conducted. In step S703, it is determined whether 
combination information about the corresponding product 
has been extracted from the information table 304. If the 
answer of step S703 is YES, the process proceeds to step 
S704. If the answer is NO, the process ends. At step 
S704, image data that displays the extracted combination 
information is produced and sent to the user terminal 3 . 

In step S705, it is determined whether a choice 
signal generated by choosing a link to a Web page that 
introduces related products indicated in the combination 
information has been received. If such a choice signal 
has been received, the process proceeds to step S706. If 
not, the process ends. In step S706, image data forming a 
page that introduces related products is read from the HDD 
23, and is forwarded to the user terminal 3. In step S707, 
the value of the item n the number of times reference has 
been made" in the combination information table 304 
extracted by the search conducted in step S702. In step 
S708, it is determined whether a signal that places a buy 
order of the related product included in the combination 
information has been received. If such a signal has been 
received, the process proceeds to step S709. If not, the 
process ends. In step S709, the value of the item "the 
number of times a purchase has been made" in the 
combination information table 304 extracted by the search 
conducted in step S702 is incremented. A piece of 
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purchase information 302 resulting from the buy order thus 
placed is created in the database. Further, the value of 
the 11 combination information ID" shown in the extracted 
combination information table 304 is described in the item 
"combination information (reference) " . 

In step S710, executed is a process for asking the 
user who has bought a related product based on the 
supplied combination information to make registration of 
combination information about the combination of the 
related product and the original product . The process for 
making registration is composed of steps S503 through S505 
in the flowchart of FIG. 5. That is, image data forming 
the Web page for making registration of combination 
information is sent to the user terminal 3. When 
information is entered to the Web page, the entered 
information is stored in the combination information table. 

FIG. 8 illustrates an example of a screen that is 
displayed on the monitor 35 of the user terminal 3 and 
asks the person who has bought a product related to making 
registration of combination information about the related 
product . 

A registration screen 800 is a Web page that is 
displayed at the terminal 3 and asks the user who bought 
the original product and its related product in step S710 
shown in FIG. 7. More particularly, the screen 800 asks 
the person who bought personal computer "A" and 
simultaneously bought related products of PC carry case 
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W B" and virtual CD-ROM software package W D" to make 
registration of combination information concerning 
combinations of the original product "A" with the related 
products "B" and "D" • 

The registration screen 800 has messages 801 and 
802, and boxes 803, 804 and 805. The message 801 asks to 
make registration. The message 802 describes a list of 
products related to those that were bought • The box 803 
is used to choose a use of the related products* The box 

804 is used to choose a type of way of combining. The box 

805 is used to describe a comment on the combination. 
When arrow parts 803a and 804a respectively attached to 
the boxes 803 and 804 are clicked, selectable input items 
come out. The user uses the keyboard to enter his/her 
comment in the box 805. The items of information entered 
in the boxes 803, 804 and 805 are sent to the service 
providing server 2, and are described in the items "type 
of use", "type of way of combining" and "comment" of the 
combination information table 304 included in the database. 
Simultaneously, the * combination information ID" in the 
combination table 304 is described in the item 
"combination information ID (registration)" in the 
purchase information 302 created by the purchase of the 
product "A" . 

Normally, the process for asking to make 
registration is executed when a given number of days 
lapses after execution of the step of incrementing the 
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number of times a purchase of the related product has been 
made. In this case, steps S503 through S505 shown in FIG. 
5 are executed with regard to a use who has placed a buy 
order and has responded to a request for making 
registration of combination information via an e-mail or 
the like after the given number of days lapses. The 
combination information that should be made of record may 
include, in addition to a beneficial effect of the related 
product that has been bought by the user who makes 
registration, a complaint and a problem about the related 
product . The service providing server 2 may be provided 
with the function of inspecting or deleting information 
about which many complaints have been made. This could 
enhance the quality of combination information. 

As described above, the service providing server 2 
of the product information supply system 1 provides the 
users with sales service via the Internet 5 and supplies 
the users with combination information concerning products 
that the user desire to buy and other products related 
thereto. The combination information is registered in the 
database by the persons who have bought the products. 
Then, the search of various items of information in the 
database is conducted, and the users are supplied with 
resultant proper information. Thus, the users are 
supplied with useful information that could assist them in 
the purchase of products. Also, the combination 

information would bring the following advantage to the 



-37- 



provider of the sales service. The user is guided in 
looking at a Web page that introduces related products in 
addition to the Web page of the original product. This 
would stimulate the user to buy a related product, so that 
the sales can be promoted. 

The registration of combination information can be 
made with the service providing server 2 by using an e- 
mail created by the terminal 4 or a Web page opened 
thereat . Thus, it is possible to efficiently collect a 
lot of information. The number of persons who make 
registration of combination information could be increased 
by giving these persons a reward based on their 
combination information that contributes to assisting the 
users in making reference with the Web pages that 
introduce the related products or purchasing the related 
products. Further, it is possible to efficiently collect 
information to be registered with the database by asking 
the user who bought a product to make registration of 
combination information immediately after the purchase of 
the product or when a predetermined number of days lapses 
therefrom. 

The above-mentioned product information supply 
system 1 has the database provided in the service 
providing server 2. Alternatively, the database may be 
provided in an exclusively used information supply server 
separate from the service providing server 2. In this 
case, the number- of -times accumulating part 2b and the 
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registration page 2e may be provided in the exclusively- 
used information supply server. The related product page 
2d may be provided in yet another service providing server. 
In these cases, the Web site set up by the service 
providing server 2 handles only the online sales service. 
The external information supply servers are connected to 
the service providing server 2 via the network, and 
provide the Web sites with service of supplying 
combination information about products . For example , the 
user who looks at a Web page that introduces products on 
sale in the online shop chooses a product or places a buy 
order. Then, the service providing server 2 receives a 
signal indicative of the above choice or the buy order and 
inquiries the information supply server about combination 
information about this product. The information supply 
server searches the database to extract the requested 
combination information therefrom. The extracted 

combination information is once stored in the service 
providing server 2 and is then sent to the user terminal 3. 
Alternatively, the information supply server may send the 
extracted combination information directly to the user 
terminal 3. The above configuration could make it for the 
Web servers to share the service function of supplying 
combination information on the network. 

The above-mentioned information supply server may 
be realized by an application service provider 
(abbreviated as ASP). The information supply server is 
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provided, from the service providing server 2 or the 
person who sells the products, with a reward based on the 
number of times reference has been made to the page that 
introduces related products or the number of times a 
purchase has been made. In this case, the Web page for 
making registration of combination information may be 
provided by the service providing server 2 or the 
information supply server. 

Marketing information may be produced from 
information extracted from the combination information 
stored in the database and sold to a third person who 
engages in business. FIG. 9 shows an example of marketing 
information produced from the database. 

The marketing information that can be produced 
from the combination information stored in the database is 
classified into three types, namely, target-based 
marketing information 901 , purchaser information 902 , and 
product development /improvement information 903. The 
target-based marketing information 901 may include lists 
of recommended combinations of products based on, for 
example, the ages, purposes and tastes of the users. 
These lists may be created from information described in 
the user information 301 and the information 303 about the 
person who has made registration in the database, or the 
items of "type of use" and "type of way of combining" in 
the combination table 304. The conventional data mining 
may result in a trend in combination of products or a 
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ratio of the purchasers in view of a given reference, 
which serve as combination information about products 
classified on the target -purchaser basis. In contrast, 
the items of the target-based marketing information 901 
5 suggest the reason why products are bought in combination 
or a use of products. Thus, a detailed analysis about the 
combination of products may be facilitated. 

The purchaser information 902 may be information 

m 

concerning the purchasing actions of the users who 
10 utilized to the sales service to buy the products. For 
P example, the purchaser information 902 may include a 

jig profile of products that were bought by the users, a list 

L,| of products that were not purchased by the users although 

jj these products were recommended, and the attributes of the 

^ 15 purchasers for each product. The product 

jl development/improvement information 903 may be information 

concerning the products that were sold. The information 
jf 903 may include products that were not purchased although 

combinations with these products were recommended. Also, 
20 the information 903 may include a list of items describing 
improvements that should be made to the combination 
information or products. Further, the information 903 may 
include a sales channel list used in a system having the 
database provided in an information supply server provided 
25 outside of the service providing server 2. The sales 
channel list may include sales channels obtained by 
classifying the sales service agencies that request the 
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combination information in such a way as to show via what 
sales routes the products were sold. 

FIG. 10 illustrates an example of a description of 
the contents of the marketing information that is produced 
in the above-mentioned way. The marketing information 
shown in FIG. 10 is titled "marketing report" and has a 
description about purchases who are in their twenties and 
simultaneously bought a notebook type personal computer 
(hereinafter simply referred to as a notebook PC). The 
marketing report shown in FIG. 10 describes that a 
combination of notebook PC "A" and PC carry case "B", and 
another combination of notebook PC "E" and PC carry case 
"F" enjoyed a favorable reputation from the users in view 
of color and design. The marketing report also describes 
that a combination of notebook PC "A" and PC carry case 
"B" enjoyed a favorable reputation from the users who are 
in their fifties because of "light" and "easy to carry". 
Further, the marketing report shown in FIG. 10 has a 
description of the ratio of simultaneous purchase on the 
age basis. 

The marketing information mentioned above could be 
sold to product planners, manufacturers and distributors. 
This could make it possible to develop the total business 
about the sale of products using the product information 
supply system 1. As has been described previously, the 
product information supply system 1 is equipped with the 
various functions of making registration of a variety of 
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information and enhancing the reliability of information. 
It is thus possible to extract highly reliable marketing 
information produced based on the information stored in 
the database. The marketing information thus produced 
5 would be very important to product developers, 
manufacturers and sellers . 

The sales service using the service providing 
server 2 could give an affiliate reward regarding the sale 
of related products to an operator of a Web site with 
10 which a contract has been made via an affiliate system, 
p. In this case, the Web site based on the contract via the 

jig- affiliate system indicates information about links to an 

Ljj online shop or mall set up by the service providing server 

ry ■ 

|r| 2. If a user assesses the contracted Web site to choose a 

^ 15 desired piece of link information and buy a product, a 

jl reward will be given to the operator of the Web site. If 

\% the user receives combination information from the service 

| s f providing server 2 and buys a product related to the 

combination information, the contracted Web site operator 
20 will be given a more reward. The marquee in the sales 
service could further be increased by making an affiliate 
contract with another Web site. This could increase the 
number of pieces of information stored in the database and 
supply more valuable combination information. 
25 The processes executed by the service providing 

server 2 can be described in programs on a computer 
readable recording medium. A computer executes the 
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programs to realize the functions of the service providing 
server 2 . Typical examples of a computer- readable 

recording medium are a magnetic recording apparatus and a 
semiconductor memory. The programs may be stored in a 
portable recording medium such as a CD-ROM (Compact Disk 
Read Only Memory) or a floppy disk, which is easily 
available in the market. It is also possible to store the 
program in a storage device of a computer connected to a 
network and to transfer it to another computer through the 
network. When the computer executes the program, it is 
read from a hard disk drive or the like built in or 
externally connected to the computer and is loaded to the 
main memory. 

As described above, according to an aspect of the 
present invention, a large amount of combination 
information that can be supplied to the users can be 
registered with and accumulated in the database by persons 
who have bought products via a network by means of a 
registration Web page or an e-mail. The information of 
record may include not only information specifying 
combinable products but also information regarding 
combinations of products, such as the effects of the 
combinations and the ways of using the combined products . 
A desired piece of combination information can be 
extracted from the database by the search thereof, and 
supplied to the users who desire to purchase products via 
the network. This makes it possible to supply the users 
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with proper information about related products that could 
be bought in combination with the original products. 
Further, a supply of the combination information would 
stimulate the users to purchase some related products, so 
that the sales can be promoted by the above-mentioned 
cross sell. The function of supplying the users with 
combination information can be shared by a plurality of 
servers on the network. 

Also, according to product information acquiring 
method, a server that manages a database storing 
combination information receives an inquiry about 
combination information that is made via a user terminal 
operated by a user who desires to buy a product. In 
response to the inquiry, the search of the database is 
conducted to extract a corresponding piece of combination 
information therefrom. The extracted piece of combination 
information is sent to the user terminal. The received 
combination information includes not only a piece of 
information specifying a combination of products but also 
a piece of information regarding the effect of a 
combination and the way of using products in combination. 
The combination information is registered with the 
database by the users who have bought the products that 
result in their combination information. Hence, the users 
could acquire proper information about related products 
that could be bought in combination with the original 
products . 
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The users who bought products in the past make 
registration of combination information with the database 
from terminals by an e-mail or access to the registration 
Web page. Thus, the combination information can easily be 
registered with the database. The person who has made 
registration of combination information receives a reward 
based on the number of times reference has been made to 
his/her combination information which guides another user 
in accessing a Web page that introduces related products 
or a reward based on the number of times a purchase of a 
related product has been made. This would stimulate the 
users to make registration of combination information. 

The foregoing is considered as illustrative only 
of the principles of the present invention. Further,, 
since numerous modifications and changes will readily 
occur to those skilled in the art, it is not desired to 
limit the invention to the extract construction and 
applications shown and desired, and accordingly, all 
suitable modifications and equivalents may be regard as 
falling within the scope of the invention in the appended 
claims and their equivalents. 
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